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Good afternoon Senator Osten, Representative Walker and members of the
Committee. My name is Ariela Roberts and I am the Head Nurse on 3rd shift at Solnit
South Children’s Psychiatric Center. As the head nurse, my job is to run one of the units
at Solnit South. I assess acuity, contact doctors, give medication, process medical needs,
and direct the way the unit functions. On a normal day, at full staffing, I am working with
8-10 staff. In the last several years though, I have had to run the unit with 6-8 staff
instead. More often than not, I am working with the smaller number.

Today I am here asking you to provide funding so we can fill all DCF staffing
vacancies, including any potential upcoming vacancies due to retirement – and restore
capacity at DCF facilities. The Covid-19 pandemic has put a spotlight on racial & ethnic
disparities in access to mental health & substance use. Therefore, expanded services at
DCF is essential as they are servicing youth and families of color who are facing the
global Covid-19 pandemic with the associated social isolation, financial implications and
learning poverty, in addition to the racism pandemic which further threatens their learning
and experience of safety.  It has only continued to prove that expansion of public sector
mental health services is desperately needed for the most vulnerable youth and families in
the state who have frequently been the victims of horrific traumas and faced stigma and
bias related to mental health challenges, race and socioeconomic status. 

At DCF Solnit South, we have the capacity to care for more than 80 children, but
due to hiring neglect by the current administration, we can only operate at less than half
of the current capacity that we actually have, which only means that kids who absolutely
need the help, are unable to get it. I know we’ve all seen the reports of children
languishing in emergency rooms. The solution to this is to increase our staffing levels by
hiring and filling positions. If we increase staffing levels, we would be able to offer
services that these children need. We talk about shifting and shuffling money from one
sector to the next, but there is already state infrastructure in place that simply needs
staffing to be able to expand.

Expanding the safety net that we have is critical right now. DCF healthcare workers know
what kids and our communities need – we need early interventions, training, mental
health care, in schools and in communities. This all takes resources. Resources we



HAVE, as the wealthiest state in the country. What we need is the courage to direct these
resources towards expanding the services that our communities, our kids, need.


